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Part Two

The New Expression
of the

AMERICAN CIVIL RELIGION

RICHARDT. HUGHES

WHILE I ARGUED in the previous article
that the new shape of the American civil
religion is dominated by priestly motifs,
I would argue now that the contemporary
expression of that religion is, appropriately
enough, professional football. Or, put another way, professional football functions
as the established church inculcating the
doctrines and values of the established faith
into the minds and hearts of millions of
Americans.

historical allusions
Some historical allusions may be helpful.
Prior to the founding of America, Europeans commonly thought that no nation
could exist as a viable, stable state without uniformity in religious and political be··
liefs. Many European visitors to America,
among them Alexis de Tocqueville as an example, marveled at American pluralism

which they often implicitly hailed as the
chief contribution of the new nation to
western civilization. But recognition of the
existence of a civil religion has raised serious questions about the authenticity of
American pluralism. A civil religion which,
in one way or another, involves the majority
of the national populace, suggests that over
and above individual denominational loyalties stands a higher loyalty to the state. This
means that while the object of one's ultimate concern ostensibly may be God, the
ideological embodiment of that concern is
neither Christian nor Jewish nor religious in
any other traditional sense, but rather
American. Since the line which divides God
from the ideology which symbolizes him is
often blurred, the ultimate concern of many
Americans turns out to be, in actuality, the
state itself. All of this would suggest that
America is not radically different from the
older European communities with respect

RICHARD T. HUGHES is an Assistant Professor of Religion at Pepperdine University at Malibu,
California. His chief area of work is the history of Christian thought.
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to an established religio-political ideology.
The near unanimity with which this ideology
is currently held may be seen in the new
majority which elected Richard Nixon so
overwhelmingly last November.
Not only did the European nations possess
an established faith; each state also relied
on a particular institution which promulgated that faith: the established church.
This was a sociological necessity. But the
first amendment made this particular arrangement impossible in America. However,
the noted historian of religion in American
history, Sidney E. Mead, has suggested that
America did indeed have an institution
which performed in this country the role
the established churches played in the old
world. This institution was the public
school. 1 To be sure, it was there that youngsters were taught the American creed and it
was there that they were led daily in the
supporting liturgical and catechetical exercises: a prayer, a Scripture or devotional
reading, and the Pledge of Allegiance to the
flag. However, the Supreme Court put a
stop to a vital part of this liturgy when
it ruled in 1962 that prayers and in 1963
that Bible readings in public schools were
unconstitutional. The civil religion could
still be taught in the public schools but without its explicitly Judaeo-Christian underpinnings. The civil religion expounded in the
public school system was thereby robbed of
a great deal of its sanctity and authority.
This means that the institutional arm of the
established faith had been severely weakened as an effective agent of indoctrination.
I would argue that what largely has taken
the place of the public school as expositor
of the civil religion is professional football.
But I would also make it clear that not

everyone who enjoys and watches football
is necessarily and thereby a participant in
the civil religion. I am arguing instead that
professional football embodies and inculcates the civil religion for those who care
to become devotees and worshipers. However, I would suggest that that category
takes in a great many people.
In the first place, the fact that professional football competes favorably with the
Christian faith for sheer numbers of adherents on Christianity's traditional day of
worship is in itself instructive, and the designation of Super Bowl day as America's
Super Sunday may tell us more than we
even want to know. As Jack Smith suggested in the Los Angeles Times, the NFL
has brought more sheep into its flock in
four years than Christianity did in its first
one thousand, and now Super Sunday is
bigger even than Easter.:!

football's sanctifying role .
In addition to this, pro football performs the
culture-sanctifying role of a socio-cultural
religion by effectively embodying traditional,
middle-class American values and symbolizing them each week during the fall and
winter months for the millions who sympathetically participate in its rites. Writing
in The Christian Century, Robert Bueter
suggested that
the goal of middle-class values is success . . . The means of success is hard
work and continual striving on the part
of the individual . . . The manner is
basically puritanical: disciplined repression of present needs for the sake of
future gratification, commitment to law

lSidney E. Mead, The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in America (New York:
Harper and Row, 1963), pp. 66-71.
2Jack Smith, "A Sermon for Super Sunday," The Los Angeles Times, January 16, 1973, Part
1V, p. 1.
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Since the line which divides God from the
ideology which symbolizes him is often blurred,
the ultimate concern for many Americans
turns out to be, in actuality, the state itself.

and order accompanied by reliance on
authority and tradition, and an optimistic
pragmatism whose methods are always
open to change. 3
If what Bueter says is true and a
strong case can be made in his favorthen it is clear that professional football is
uncannily accurate in its symbolic enactment of these values on the playing field.
That the values of professional football are
at one and the same time the values of
middle America is indicated by the most
famous teaching of football's messiah, Vince
Lombardi: winning isn't everything; it's the
only thing. The actual playing of the game
itself, with its aggressiveness, its competition,
and its emphasis on winning, symbolically
reenacts for the worshipers of the American
way of life their chief hopes and values in
much the same way that the Lord's supper
symbolically reenacts for Christians their
chief hopes and values. One is tempted even
to suggest that the fierce competition may
symbolize for some the competition between
America and other nations for preeminence
in the world. This may have been true especially in recent months and years while
America was engaged in an actual flesh and
blood struggle.
But if the game itself symbolizes national
and individual hopes and values, it is the
pre-game and halftime ceremonies that indoctrinate millions of citizens in the national
creed. Almost inevitably, these ceremonies
are super-patriotic affairs which utilize a
not-too-unique blend of God and country.

The last Super Bowl is a case in point.
Before the game, three astronauts-themselves symbols of national aspirations-led
the crowd in the Pledge of Allegiance and
a group of children called the Little Angels
sang "The Star Spangled Banner." Only a
few weeks earlier at the playoff game, an
archbishop giving the invocation had asked
the blessings of "the great Coach above."
At the Super Bowl halftime, fans watched
while a human map of the United States
spread itself across the field while a mockup of the presidential jet was carried across
the outlined nation. All the while, the band
played, "Hail to the Chief." It is significant that on this Super Sunday, the audience for this service totaled some 75,000,00
viewers, one third of the nation. As Jack
Smith suggested, the National Football
League had done something the American
government itself had not been able to do.
"It had transcended the sanctions of the
Constitution and the Supreme Court and
fused church, state, and football into a
single institution. 'H
In a sense, however, Smith is wrong. For
to suppose that the National Football League
has accomplished this feat independently of
the government is to ignore the significant
role Mr. Nixon played in molding the religious aspects of professional football, a
role to which the presidential jet and "Hail
to the Chief" at the Super Bowl gave witness. I suggested in the previous article that
Mr. Nixon has helped redefine the shape
of the American civil religion by persecuting its prophets and ignoring the authentic

3Robert J. Bueter, "Sports, Values and Society," The Christian Century, LXXXIX (April 5, 1972),
389.
4Srnith, op. cit.
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covenant. He also has helped shape the
religious texture of professional football by
identifying himself and his office with this
institution which so accurately embodies
middle-class American cultural and social
values. In so doing, Mr. Nixon was 'courting for himself the mystique of a 'divine
king,'" as Cornish Rogers has suggested. 5

football's social function . . .
Moreover, Mr. Nixon must have sensed that
professional football is an institution quite
in keeping with his ambitions for the civil
religion itself. That is, professional football
is completely and totally void of any conception of covenant whatsoever. A prophet
at the Super Bowl would be a contradiction
in terms. After all, as Lombardi has reminded us, winning is the ultimate virtue. Thus,
the social function of both the game and
its liturgical and catechetical rites is to confirm, not to challenge, traditional cultural
values. This means that professional football is probably the most suitable institution for the indoctrination of the priestly
form of the American civil religion into the
hearts and minds of the national citizenry.
This observation may also explain, in
part, why professional football has become
so enormously popular. Here I take a cue
from Peter Berger. Berger observed that
it is a basic postulate of sociology that for
any institution to be prominent in society
it must be socially functional. In this light,
he pointed to the paradox surrounding
American Protestantism in the 1950's, that
while church attendance had reached its
highest pinnacle in years, Protestantism
was largely irrelevant to the major social
forces in American society. In other words,
while American Protestantism numerically

was thriving, it appeared to be non-functional. Berger concluded that what we witnessed in the 1950's was a revival, not of
Christianity, but of a socio-cultural religion. He then resolved his paradox by
theorizing that "the social irrelevance of
the religious establishment is its functionality.m I would suggest that this observation gives us a clue to the contemporary
function of professional football and to at
least one of the reasons for its popularity:
it is absolutely and totally irrelevant to the
great ethical and moral issues of our time.
This means that for people who don't want
to be bothered with critical social issues,
professional football can be a safe and
effective diversion indeed. Not only are
critical social issues ignored in this great
American church ; they are actually obscured
by both the values behind the rites and the
rites themselves. The majority of the American people who currently feel comfortable
with the priestly form of the civil religion
also feel comfortable, naturally, with its
priestly expression.
If this analysis is true even to a small extent, then it raises serious ethical considerations for the Christian. First, what we have
in the civil religion and its expression in
professional football is not Christianity but
a pagan cult not unlike ancient pagan religions which often were partially embodied
in sports and olympic games. Second, the
Christian should be aware of how profoundly professional football can be a diversion
from the social realities to which he is called
to witness, particularly when it functions
as an ideological vehicle for a priestly national faith. When pro football functions in
this way for a given individual, it becomes
a modern idol which effectively displaces
God and which consequently supports our
self-interested efforts to ignore our fellow
Ill
man ,

5Cornish Rogers, "Sports, Religion and Politics: The Renewal of an Alliance," Th e Christiatl
Century, LXXXIX (April 5, 1972), 393.
6Peter Berger, Th e Noise of Solemn Assemblies (Garden City: Doubleday, 1961) , pp. 38 and 103.
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BEHAVIOR CRISIS

RELIGION IN
BLACK AND WHITE

LUCILE TODD

within nominally Christian religious groups in the
United States has built into a current crisis
situation. The crisis situation has been
brought about because there have been
no goals, either in the black religious community or the white.
One of the contributing factors has been
the lack of true communication between
the two groups; and, consequently, very
little spiritual fellowship. In the human
realm of ordinary information, knowledge
which could have bridged the gap or broken
down barriers was suppressed, which prevented its dissemination. Malcolm X, who
rejected Christianity, once remarked that
"what appalled him was the ignorance of
both whites and Negroes regarding the role
Negroes have played in American history." 1
Narrowing his statement to simply include
the religious aspect of American history, the
THE FLOUNDERING GROWTH

ignorance of each other among those who
hold a common faith is even more appalling.

resiliency of the spirit . . .
Black Americans whose forebears were
forcefully brought to this country as slaves
have survived through the centuries through
the resiliency of their spiritual natures. Robert C. Collins records that, regardless of
religions superimposed on the Africans in
Africa, except for the ruling caste, the people "continued to depend on their traditional religious beliefs and practices to resolve
the great questions of man's relation to the
universe." 2 Since most of the slaves were
brought from the West coast of Africa it can
be assumed that the religious beliefs from the
various nations were transported to America.
In the region now called Nigeria, for example,
some of the people believed in one god,

Edward Margolies, Native Sons, (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1968), pp. 159.
2Robert 0. Collins, African History, (New York: Random House, 1971), p. 7.

1

LUCILE TODD is Associate Dean of Students and Dean of Women at Pepperdine University, Los
Angeles, California.
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whereas others believed in several. Baptism
was also a practice among some groups so
that when the slave owners began to teach
the rudiments of Christianity, some of the
slaves responded. The limited teaching which
the slaves received kept them in subjection
to their masters. In spite of the oppression,
the spiritual resiliency of some enabled them
to become great leaders; for, as Herskovits
says, ". . . Christian doctrine by no means
escaped change as it passed into Negro
hands ..." 3
The "change" in some would combine
the spiritual qualities of their African forebears with a faith in the Christ of whom
they were taught. Some of the slaves experienced Christ/God existentially. One
prime example of such an experience was
the life of Sojourner Truth who had fled
from slavery. She was considering returning to her master when she "felt an overwhelming force block her path, as if a
powerful arm had been raised to stop her.
Some stern, invisible presence would not
let her pass . . . who is this? . . . (she
asked) . . . and finally something in me
spoke up and said, 'This is Jesus.' ... and
the whole world grew bright . . . and I
began to feel such a love in my soul as I
never felt before . . ." 4 Later Sojourner
Truth stood outside a church meeting listening to some white people testify of their
faith, and she discovered that "a white
man was using her words to talk about
Jesus,'' as he described his experience, "a
spirit of love suddenly had entered his heart
as if from nowhere . . . and he had known
that it was Jesus. " 5
Similar accounts are collected in a book
called, God Struck Me Dead, in which exslaves tell of their direct guidance from
God. The editors commented that
The white Methodist or Baptist was

asked to prove that Christ had forgiven
his sins; the Negro Methodist or Baptist
was asked to prove that Christ had recognized him and that he had recognized
Christ. In fact, it was not so much the
Negro who sought God as God who
sought the Negro. The difficulty the latter
experienced was how to recognize who
was talking to him. In many instances the
conversation experiences indicate quite
clearly that God had literally to struggle
with him, not to persuade him to give
up his sins but to force him to be willing
to express himself, to fulfill his mission
-in other words, to attain individuation.
The sins would take care of themselves. 6

justifying slavery ...
The ambivalent nature of Christianity mixed
with slavery created a duality which continues to the present time. Those persons
within the Christian faith who were in any
way involved in the "peculiar institution,"
as it was sometimes called, built a frame
of reference which made the blacks, at
best, inferior members of the human race.
Justifying slavery meant creating a whole
system of thought. Accepting and rejecting
became the erratic religious road the blacks
and whites began to travel.
Columbus Salley and Ronald Behn state
in their book, Your God Is Too White,
that the fact is white men in the name of
God abused their black brothers and sisters.
In these early days of Christianity among
the blacks, the Baptist and Methodist
churches had the largest number of converts. The lack of formal ritual as well
as the simple application of the gospel to
everyday experiences were closer to the
reality of the lives of the slaves.

Melville J. Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), p. 214.
Jacqueline Bernard, Journey Toward Freedom (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Inc.,
1967), pp. 66, 67.
5Jbid., p. 88
GClifton H. Johnson, ed., God Struck Me Dead (Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1969), p. xi, (forward by Paul Radin).
3

4
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The only rival of God is mammon,
and it is only when his sacred name is blasphemed
that men throw the Christians to the lions.

The earliest Christian slaves met for worship with the plantation owner and his family, but it was always on the master-slave
basis, not as "just brothers in Christ." The
ambivalence of whites toward the blacks
was reflected in Woodson's account where
"when these blacks approached the communion table, however, some white persons
seriously objected. " 7
That the white community benefited eco-nomically from the Christianizing of slaves
is self-evident as Woodson writes that,
"whatever outbreaks or insurrections at any
time occurred, no Methodist slave was ever
proved guilty of incendiarism or rebellion
for more than seventy years . . ." 8 This
did not hold true forever, however, as black
Christian preachers such as Nat Turner
eventually led revolts for the slaves. As
agitation for the abolition of slavery increased among Christians and non-Christians alike, evangelical fervor swept the nation, and a coming together of the races
was evident in revival meetings where blacks
and whites met together. Blacks preached to
whites, converting many. 9 However, such
gatherings subsided, and in his autobiography, Richard Allen, a black Methodist
Episcopal Church preacher, told how the
whites in a Philadelphia church refused to
allow blacks full participation on a Sunday,
November 1787.10 The result of this action

caused the blacks to establish the African
Methodist Episcopal Church of Philadelphia.
Woodson describes the function of the
black church this way:
The Negro church as a social force in the
life of the race is nothing new. Offering
the only avenue for the expressional activities of the race, the church answered
many a social purpose for which this
institution among other groups differently
circumstanced had never before been
required to serve. 11
He then comments on the white church:
The white people of this country are not
interested in the real mission of Christ.
In the North the church has surrendered
to the materialistic system. In the Southern portion of the United States, ... if
the humble Nazarene appeared there disturbing the present caste system, he
would be speedily lynched as he was in
Palestine. 12
The bondage which holds the white, and
therefore the black, Americans in its grip
is described by a leader in the Social Gospel
Movement of the late nineteenth century,
Walter Rauschenbusch. He stated that "the
only rival of God is mammon, and it is
only when his sacred name is blasphemed
that men throw the Christians to the lions." 13
That the fellowship between black and white
Christians cannot be established in fullness

7Carter Godwin Woodson, The History of the Negro Church (Washington D.C.: The Associated
Publishers, 1921), p. 7.
SJbid., P· 27
9Jbid., p. 57
lOWilliam L. Katy, Eyewitness: The Negro in American History (New York: Pitman Publishing
Corp.), p. 58.
uwoodson, op. cit., p. 266.
12Jbid., pp. 306, 307.
13Paul H. Boase, ed., The Rhetoric of Christian Socialism (New York: Random House, 1969),
p. 109.
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is caused by the god "'mammon" through
slavery and later through segregation is historical fact. Because the sword and the
Bible have been taken together throughout
the world, it makes it impossible to disentangle the good from the bad. Although
black and white both fought for abolition,
when it was accomplished, restitution through
restorative measures were not taken; so,
healing has not occurred, and because of
economic (mammon) reasons, the deadly
disease, racism, flamed in the wounds.
Black Christians could not know which
white Christians to trust-if any at all. Once
again, no goals for either group were set
for the crossing of the color line in churches.

saving America's soul ...
In a later time, voices were raised against
the oppression of racism. This time a black
Southern Baptist preacher began to speak
out nationally. Martin Luther King, Jr. m
a speech concerning blacks to the national
Press Club in 1962 said,
Our destiny is bound with the destiny
of America-we built it for two centuries
without wages, we made cotton king,
we built our homes and homes for our
masters, and suffered injustice and humiliation, but out of a bottomless vitality
continued to live and to grow. If the
inexpressible cruelties of slavery could
not extinguish our existence, the opposition we now face will surely fail. We
feel that we are the conscience of America-we are its troubled soul. 14
Mr. King, who was an admirer of the
preaching of Walter Rauschenbusch of the
Social Gospel, drew from the resiliency of
his forbears by referring to the "bottomless vitality" and then applied it to the
present time, expressing the thought that

(since the whites had not saved the blacks)
the blacks had a moral duty to save the
whites.
Thus a goal finally emerged toward which
Christians on each side of the color line
could work. The need for such a goal is expressed by Lionel Trilling when he said that
"'culture is a prison unless we know the key
that unlocks the door. It is a first principle
of anthropology that members of one cultural or ethnic group tend to regard those of
another race as merely underdeveloped versions of themselves." 15 Commenting on this
remark, John Howard Griffin said that "this
is almost universal and it is fundamentally
racist." 16 Applied to America, the specifics
are doubly disastrous to the blacks because
of the nation's oppression. In religious circles Griffin states that, "one of the reasons
a black man might speak with contempt
for the white man's God is because too
often what he hears as the word of God
from the white man's mouth comes into his
ears as a distortion of the truths taught him
by his own life. He hears the white man
talk about theological definition of man as
a res sacra, a sacred reality, and this without regard to race, color, or creed. But when
this makes sense to him, he hears in addition and from the same lips, all the paternalistic equivocations that separate 'our black
brothers' from other men, stand them up as
a group somehow intrinsically other. intrinsicallv different." 17

black power . . .
Efforts to throw off the bondage of racism
have been made by blacks and whites alike.
Martin Luther King, Jr. led out in mass
demonstrations of various kinds during the
decade before his assassination. Joseph C.

14 "To Serve the Devil," Vol 1: Natives and Slaves
(New York: Vintage Books of Random
House, 1971), p. 188.
15John Howard Griffin, The Church and the Black Man (Dayton. Ohio: Pflaum Press, 1969),

P· 5.
lGJbid.
1/bid., p. 7.

1
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Hough, Jr., writing on the evolving black
power said,
... that through the refining of humanization in interracial "personal" relationships as such, whites must see blacks for
what they really are-black human beings-and not as inferior men or potential
copies of white men. 18
Whether the advocates of black power
can use it to realize the goal verbalized by
Martin Luther King, J r .-that of saving the
soul of America-remains to be seen. The
new types of dialogue which emerge between blacks and whites on a person-toperson basis are painful, but ultimately
healing. The trend in the whole black movement of "dialogues" through group demonstration both violent and non-violent on the
national level may help move the religious
groups toward genuine unity and fellowship. Since feeling is a great part of the

suffering of both people (either for lack
of or suppression of), wholeness must come
partially through God's binding back, hopefully through his followers.
The cns1s situation among religious
groups was spotlighted by the confrontation
by James Foreman, minister and S.N.C.C.
leader, when he presented what has become
known as the Black Manifesto, demanding
500 million dollars in reparation from
Christian churches and Jewish synagogues
for various black projects.19
Perhaps the "bottomless vitality" of which
King spoke is. the same Reality the slaves
knew as God. Perhaps this vitality through
the various avenues of Black Power will
attain the goal of saving America through
the blacks, "the soul of America." If so,
then black and white churches will be in
communion and communication.

10

18}oseph C. Hough, Jr., Black Power and White Protestants (New York: Oxford University Press,
1968), pp. 168-169.
19Griffin, op. cit., p. 95.

I place a great deal of emphasis on people really listening to each other, to what the other person
has to say, because you very seldom encounter a person who is capable of taking either you or himself seriously. Of course, when I was out of prison I was not really like this; the seeds were there,
but there was too much confusion and madness mixed in. I had a profound desire for communication
with and getting to know other people, but I was incapable of doing so. I didn't know how.
Getting to know someone, entering that new world, is an ultimate, irretrievable leap into the unknown. The prospect is terrifying. The stakes are high. The emotions are overwhelming. The two
people are reluctant really to strip themselves naked in front of each other, because in doing so
they make themselves vulnerable and give enormous power over themselves one to the other.
How often they inflict pain and torment upon each other. Better to maintain shallow, superficial
affairs; that way the scars are not too deep. No blood is hacked from the soul.
But I do not believe a beautiful relationship has to end always in carnage, or that we have to
be fraudulent and pretentious with one another. If we project fraudulent, pretentious images, or
if we fantasize each other into distorted caricatures of what we really are, then, when we awake
from the trance and see beyond the sham and front, all will dissolve, all will die or be transformed
into bitterness and hate. I know that sometimes people fake on each other out of genuine motives
to hold onto the object of their tenderest feelings.. They see themselves as so inadequate that
they f~el forced to wear a mask in order continuously to impress the second party.
What an awesome thing it is to feel oneself on the verge of the possibility of really knowing another person. Can it ever happen? I'm not sure. I don't know that any people can really strip themselves that naked in front of each other. We're so filled with fears of rejection and pretenses that
we scarcely know whether we're being fraudulent or real ourselves.
Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice
MISSION
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AN INTERVIEW WITH JAMES H. CONE

•&AGE
• • • •& • •7
VICTOR L. HUNTER

H. CONE IS ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR
of Theology at Union Theological Seminary
in New York City. He is a contributing editor to Christianity and Crisis and has written widely in numerous journals. His books,
Black Theology and Black Power (New
York: The Seabury Press, 1969), A Black
Theology of Liberation (New York: Lippincott, 1970), and The Spirituals and the
Blues: An Interpretation (New York: The
Seabury Press, 1972), have made him wellknown as one of the most articulate and
forceful voices in America today.
Dr. Cone's concern with both a biblically
centered theology and a fundamental commitment to the black struggle in America
interested MISSION in an interview. He
speaks boldly to both the what and the so
what questions of theology in this interview
granted to MisSION in December, 1972.
HUNTER: Dr. Cone, the time has long
since passed for white churches to begin to
listen seriously to the black community. On
one occasion you said, "The real test of
whether whites can communicate with
JAMES
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blacks is not what they reply to Ralph
Bunche, but how they respond to Rap
Brown." What is the significance of this
statement?
CONE: That statement means that whites
cannot dictate who the leaders are in the
black community. Black people have decided that they, and they alone, will define their
black leaders, because no one but blacks
know what black people mean by freedom
and liberation.
Usually, people in power select certain
people in an oppressed group as the leaders
so they can tell the rulers that everything
is okay, that the society is moving in progressive directions. The problem with oppressors is that their very status as oppressors
makes it impossible for them to hear what
they need to hear from the oppressed. Therefore, in order to guarantee that they hear
what they want to hear, oppressors select
leaders as spokesmen for the oppressed. But
when another voice is spoken who is not
the oppressors' selection, they quickly reAPRIL,
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spond that "you are an exception and do
not represent the interests of the black community."
Of course I do not intend to suggest that
Ralph Bunch has not done some very significant things for the black community and
this society; but that is in spite of white
approval and not because of it. The image
of Rap Brown is not the kind of person
whites have chosen to speak for black people. And if he should die, I am sure his
funeral services will not take place at Riverside Church in New York. But my chief
point is that whites can no longer decide
who is or is not speaking for black people.

black theology . . .
HUNTER: You are speaking from the
black community in theological language
and I would like to look specifically at
the meaning of that language. What is black
theology saying today and how does that
relate to the broader concept of black power?
CONE: Black theology may be defined as
MISSION

an attempt to articulate the meaning of
the Christian faith for the times in which we
live; therefore, it is Chrisian theology. It
takes seriously the biblical message, as articulated in the Old and New Testaments,
but it believes that message has something
to say to us today. Black theology is thus
an articulation of the Christian faith in
light of black peoples' struggle for freedom
in this country.
Now in order to see how the two relate
to each other (that is, the biblical faith
and the relating of that message in black
theological terms) , we must understand
what the biblical message is all about. If we
believe that the exodus and the incarnation
are indispensable for an understanding of
the Christian gospel, then we have to conclude that the gospel has something to do
with oppressed people. I believe the exodus
illustrates that God is a God who is concerned about the oppressed; indeed, the
biblical God is a God who sees his own
revelation as identical with oppressed peoples' struggle for freedom. This emphasis
is not only clear in the exodus, but is
articulated in the prophets and especially
in the message of Jesus. Jesus Christ demonstrates in his birth, life and death that
the gospel is for the poor, the weak, and
the helpless. Anytime you have a criminal
as the symbol of the meaning of what God
is all about, then you must realize that the
Christian faith has something to do with
criminals now. It has something to do with
people who have been excluded from the
heart of society.
If the exodus, the prophets, and Jesus
Christ reveal that God was on the side of
the poor in biblical times, then the contemporary significance of that message
means that God is on the side of oppressed
black people in their struggle for freedom.
Black slaves of the 19th century recognized
this, and they expressed it in sorig:
Oh, Freedom! Oh, Freedom!
Oh, Freedom, I love thee!
And before I'll be a slave,
I'll be buried in my grave,
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And go home to my Lord and be free.
They also sang:
Oh, Mary, don't you weep, don't you
moan,
Oh, Mary, don't you weep, don't you
moan,
Pharoah's army got drowned,
Oh, Mary don't you weep.
Black theology comes out of this slave heritage; it takes the biblical mesage of liberation ~nd applies it to black liberation today.
I think black power, which was verbalized

There can be no
authentic relationship
between slaves and masters.

then they cannot be oppressors any longer.
In Christianity we call that conversion or
repentance. People can repent; Christ can
come into people's lives in such a way that
their existence can be changed from one
form to another. But the idea that one
can be an oppressor and a Christian-at the
same time-is a theological contradiction.
When oppressors encounter the gospel
message and repond to it in obedience, then
they are no longer going to be oppressors.
For to hear the word is to do what the
word commands which is always service
to the poor and the weak.
HUNTER: Are you saying it is impossible
for a person to be a Christian and be a
segregationist or an exploiter of another
group of people?
CONE: That's right. The two are exclusive
of each other. The gospel of God is identical
with the liberation of the poor; and those
who are exploiters of the poor cannot be
members of God's church.

black power . . .
in 1966, is the best expression of contemporary black liberation. Black power
is black people's willingness to take seriously their socio-economic opression by white
people and the determination to struggle
against that oppression until freedom comes.
Relating this black struggle to the Bible,
black theology contends that anywhere people are being liberated from political bondage, that is also where God's work is taking
place.
HUNTER: Dr. Cone, you are one of the
theologians today who is stressing the primary importance of the biblical message
in doing theology. You are emphasizing
that black theology is biblical theology and
that it speaks directly to the oppressed. Can
the oppressor understand the Bible?
CONE: No. I do not believe that people
who oppress and enslave other human beings can understand the gospel message. If
they do encounter the meaning of the message of liberation as found in the gospel,
14 (302)

HUNTER: You have said that black power
is an indispensable element in black-white
relations if one is to speak from a Christian
perspective. Can you elaborate on that statement?
CONE: One must understand my definition
of black power which is found in the first
chapter of the book that I wrote (Black
Theology and Black Power, The Seabury
Press, 1969). I interpret black power as
black self-determination, wherein black
people have the power to define their life
style and existence within this society. The
power of black self-definition in politics and
economics is an indispensable ingredient for
black and white relationship as mutual
human beings. You see, there can be no
authentic relationship between slaves and
masters. The relationship of slave-master
is a symbol of alienation and brokenness,
and it remains such as long as whites control all of the power. Now I don't mean
that whites and blacks can't talk to each
APRIL,
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other, but such conversation is always a
form of deception and never genuine human
encounter. Genuine human encounter is
always based on the power of self-definition.
HUNTER: As well as emphasizing the importance of the biblical message in black
theology, you have also drawn a great deal
from men like Barth and Bonhoeffer who
took with radical seriousness the life situation. In light of the contemporary situation
in American society today you have challenged the concept of a raceless Christ.
You have said that Christ is black. What do
you mean?
CONE: When I say that Christ is black, I
mean both literally and symbolically. Literally, Christ was not white, not European.
That is a very important point to make in
view of the fact that Europeans have Europeanized Christ (i.e., made him white)
with images and pictures. Christ was an
Asian, a person of color. That is literally
and historically true. But the crux of the
gospel message is not dependent on his
literal color. He is black symbolically in
the sense that Christ identified himself and
his message with the oppressed of the land.
Today the oppressed whom Christ came to
liberate are symbolized by people of color.
This means that we can have no real understanding of Christ independent of people
of color in our time. Christ always looks
like and is identified with the disinherited
of the land. That was true in the first
century, and it is true today. He is black
today because God always takes upon himself that very attribute which is responsible
for human oppression. In our society, that's
black. We were slaves because we were
black; we were lynched because we were
black; and now many of us are unemployed
and put in rat infested ghettoes because we
are black. If Christ comes to us today, he
must come in that form which is the most
blatant form of human oppression. In America, it is blackness.
HUNTER: A black revolution is occurring
in our country. You believe God is at work
here. With the question of revolution always
MISSION

comes the hard question of violence. On
one occasion you said the decision in regard
to violence lies with white America and not
least with white Americans who speak the
name of Christ. What did you mean by this
and what are your reflections on the use of
violence in the black revolution?

violence exists • • .
CONE: When one speaks of violence within
a Christian context and in America, he has
to recognize that violence already exists.
So one is left, not with the decision as to
whether or not to be violent, but with the
decision as to whose violence one is going
to support. Normally white Christians, in
the church ~stablishment, like to think of
violence when black people are rioting or
when a black person shoots somebody or
when some black group like the Panthers
decides to do something which is against the
law of the land. Therefore, violence is normally identified with an action that breaks
the law or which is against the white establishment's interests. I think that is a narrow
and a racist understanding of violence. Violence exists in our society and for the op-

Christ always looks like
and is identified with
the disinherited of the land.

pressed it is imbedded within the law. I
contend that we must have a broader understanding of violence. In America people are
dying everyday because they are being shot
by the police, or because they are unemployed and forced into the situation where
they have to violently defend themselves.
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Whenever you live in an oppressive society, it is impossible to avoid violence. One
must either support the violence of the oppressors or the oppressed. There is no neutrality. The Christian is one who knows that
God's revelation is identical with the freedom of the oppressed. But the sin of all
Christians is that they know that they have
not done everything that they ought to have
done to free the poor and the weak.
My difficulty with so-called white Christians is their failure to understand the complexity of violence and to see violence in
the law as well as those who break the law.
I believe that if the white church is going to
be serious about what it verbalizes about
Christ, it must ask not whether Christians
are violent or non-violent but whose violence must the Christian support-the oppressed or the oppressors!
HUNTER: Would you make a distinction
between what might be called overt violence
and what might be called moral violence.
For example, a riot might be defined as
overt violence. Moral violence might be
defined as confining someone to a ghetto
or putting him in an educational predicament where he canot get adequate employment. Is there any distinction between these
two forms of violence?
CONE: I personally would not make a distinction between these two forms. The only
distinction is between the ·kind of violence
possible for oppressors and the possibilities
of response (violence) for the oppressed.
Normally oppressed black people do not have
the power to confine white people to a
ghetto where they cannot attain the basic
necessities of life. Therefore, that option is
not open to them. The only option they have
is that of responding to the violence that has
already been inflicted upon them by oppressors-attempting to liberate themselves.
One must understand that the options open
to the oppressed are very limited. They don't
control the police departments, the courts,
the pentagon and the state department. I
think it is time for so-called Christians to
understand the complexity of violence rather
16 (304)

than defining violence in accordance with
the opressors' definition.
HUNTER: If it is wrong for the oppressor
to inflict violence, is it equally as wrong
for the oppressed to inflict violence?
CONE: I believe that any action that enhances human oppression is automatically
wrong. Human beings are created for freedom and not for slavery. It is therefore the
moral obligation of oppressed people to liberate themselves from bondage and oppression. But it does not follow that any action
done by the oppressed against the oppressors
is automatically right. The oppressed must
respond with intelligence, making sure their
acts of liberation have purpose and direction.
In philosophical terms, they must make sure
that the means justifies the ends, because
the ends are included in the means.
Of course, as the means and ends are
evaluated, oppressed people must realize that
they are finite and do not have infallible
knowledge or truth-even in the liberation
struggle. No decisions are morally perfect.
Our task is to be as critical to ourselves
as we are to oppressors knowing that only
in the oppressed community can the best
method of liberation be found. When we
cease to be critical of ourselves and of the
kinds of responses we make to oppression,
then the movement of liberation ceases to
have the integrity it ought to have. But at
the same time, I reject totally, ipso facto,
that the oppressors are in a position to tell
the oppressed what they ought to do in response to their bondage.
HUNTER: What do you mean when you
say that it is really only the oppressed who
can liberate the oppressor?
CONE: Anytime slaves run away, they not
only liberate themselves; they also liberate
the slavemaster, because the master has no
more slaves around. Through the act of
freedom, slaves provide a condition of existence which makes it possible for an authentic relationship between persons which was
not possible before liberation.
When black people cease letting white
people play master or God in human relaAPRIL,
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Through encounter with the biblical Christ,
white people are provided a possibility
of liberation from whiteness.

tions, blacks not only achieve freedom for
themselves as oppressed people; but by
asserting that freedom and living on the
basis of it, they also liberate white people.
That is, they place white people in a situation where it is impossible for the latter
to relate as oppressors.

reconciliation . . .
HUNTER: Is there any basis today for
black and white Christians to advocate the
biblical doctrine of reconciliation? Is reconciliation possible from the point of view of
black theology?
CONE: Reconciliation between blacks and
whites is possible only after liberation. There
can be no reconciliation between masters
and slaves as long as the status of master
exists. In the Bible reconciliation is related to divine righteousness-his will to
set free the oppressed. This means that human fellowship with God is based on his
liberation acts in history. To respond to
his acts of liberation means fighting with
God against oppression, refusing to reconcile
oneself with slavery or the slavemaster.
Therefore, as long as whites are masters
and rulers, talk about reconciliation is not
only unchristian, it is demonic.
HUNTER: Are you saying it is illegitimate
for the white church to come to the black
community and speak in terms of reconciliation first-that the white church must
hear the word of liberation before words of
reconciliation can be spoken?
CONE: That's right.
HUNTER: Do you then feel that it is the
MISSION

black community who must initiate reconciliatory talk?
CONE: That's right.
HUNTER: While black theology is primarily directed to the black community,
what is it saying to white Christians?
CONE: Well, I'll repeat again that black
theology seeks to interpret the biblical message for our time. In this sense, it sees
the gospel as a message of good news for
the poor, the weak, the oppressed, and the
disinherited of the land. I believe that in
America the poor are symbolized in people
of color. It is only in light of these peoples
and their liberation that the gospel can be
understood. If white people take seriously the
gospel messages as recorded in the Bible,
then they have to begin to ask themselves
something about the relationship of their
existence in this society and the existence
of Jesus Christ, and how their existence is
related to him. If they ask that question
seriously, whites will begin to see that they
cannot have a relationship with Christ that
does not lead to Christ's empowerment of
the poor, the black, and the red. Through
encounter with the biblical Christ, white
people are provided a possibility of liberation from whiteness. And if they accept the
possibility in Christ, they will realize that
the only way in which an authentic Christian
can live in America is to live as if Christ
has come to liberate the poor and the black.
Whether whites will hear that word or not
I do not know. That's something for them
to battle out within their own context. T
cannot provide a formula for their salvation.
HUNTER: Thank you, Dr. Cone.
10
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THE PROBLEM OF CREDIBILITY

MIAMI IMAGES: POLITICS 1972

PRENTICE A. MEADOR, JR.

THE SECRET SERVICE MAN tells me I may
ask her one question. For a split-second, I
think, extend my microphone, and ask
Eleanor McGovern, "What one quality do
you think your husband posseses that best
equips him for the Presidency of the United
States?" Not a profound question, in many
ways, not even a good question, but in the
moment; it is the only question coming to
my mind. She has no quick, easy, readymade answer, but she turns her head away
for a moment to think. She seems almost
unaware of the swirling events around us
on the floor of the Democratic National
Convention in Miami. Tireless, enthusiastic,
articulate. Mrs. McGovern has already been
recognized as a major asset to the Senator's
political career. "Without her personal intervention," writes biographer Robert Anson,
"it is doubtful that George McGovern would
have ever made it to the U. S. Senate" (The
Miami Herald, July 9, 1972, p. 32-L).

After reflection, Mrs. McGovern looks me
directly in the eye and says, "His stability
in times of crisis!" She mentions several instances when Sen. McGovern had faced
pressures, problems, and challenges with
constancy and courage.
Little do I realize on this humid July
evening filled with banners, buttons, placards, music, security, confusion and speeches
the significance of her answer. As I interview candidates, senators, congressmen, delegates, and party officials at both 1972 National Conventions, it becomes somewhat
clearer that the very asset Mrs. McGovern
mentions to me will become the pivot
around which the 1972 Presidential election
will turn. For the voter's perception of
George McGovern and Richard Nixon, their
attributes, character, and leadership qualities
largely determined the November, 1972 outcome. So as others trot out their explanations of the Nixon landslide victory, the

PRENTICE A. MEADOR, JR. is an Associate Professor of Speech and Communications at the
University of Washington in Seattle. He served as an Official Observer at both the 1972 National
Political Conventions. Currently, he is writing a book on his experien~es at the conventions.
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ticket-splitting, and what happened in the
1972 Presidential election, I propose that
the concern of the majority of Americans
focuses on the candidates, not the issues.
Certainly, my experiences at the conventions
and the evidence of the post-convention period sugest that the issue of the election is
the choice between the candidates and their
personal qualities.

credibility . . .
Ancient writers on persuasion call it "ethical
proof"-a speaker's character, intelligence,
goodwill. "Persuasion," writes Aristotle, "is
achieved by the speaker's personal character
when the speech is so spoken as to make
us think him credible. We believe good men
more fully and more readily than others."
A man's "character may be called the most
effective means of persuasion he possesses"
(Rhetoric 1. 1356a 5-8, 12). Modern authors call it "credibility" or "believability."
It's difficult in politics, maybe impossible,
to see the meaning, significance and perspective of events at the very moment they
take place. But I could begin to faintly
trace the outline of the "credibility" issue
at the two conventions. Even though the
1972 Democratic Convention may properly
be termed a "McGovern Convention," it
raises slowly, like a rising sun, the question
of McGovern's "credibility" among his own
party members. "He's going to cost us our
county commissioner," a delegate tells me.
A Texas delegate informs me, "I think this
platform and the programs espoused by
McGovern are not only going to be bad
for the Democratic Party, they're going to
be catastrophic!" "McGovern has already
done everything necessary to insure a Nixon
victory," claims a delegate from Florida. I
ask a delegate, "What'll you do on election
day?" "In all probability," he says, "I'll vote
for President Nixon!" Sharply, crisply, a
delegate responds, "No, I can't support
him!" In reference to McGovern, Sen.
Muskie tells me, "I think when America
MISSION

comes to know him, they'll like him!" Well,
I don't suppose he will ever know whether
"America came to know him," but most
Americans so voted in November, 1972 as
to say, "we don't like him!" So McGovern
himself comes to realize the issue of his
"credibility" and states after the election,
"I guess the most disturbing thing is the
vast difference between what I think I am
and what the public thought I was" (Newsweek, January 15, 1973, p. 15).
McGovern's "credibility" problem stems
from three roots: ( 1 ) bad politics, ( 2) his
challenge to long-held values, ( 3) the perception of Richard Nixon. My conversations
on the floor of the Democratic Convention
with Sen. Abraham Ribicoff, Sen. John
Tunney, Gary Hart (McGovern's campaign
manager) and others reveal McGovern selects Sen. Thomas Eagleton in haste, with
little planning, or forethought. The Eagleton affair raises questions concerning McGovern's capacities for decision-making and
planning. His rejection of the traditional
power centers of the Democratic Party certainly does not help him politically. For
instance, in one of my conversations with
Gary Hart, he indicates he doesn't even
know if Mayor Richard Daley is in Miami
or not! Numerous labor officials and traditional Southern Democrats tell of their
serious questions concerning McGovern's
judgment, experience, and reputation.
Frank King, Chairman of the Ohio Delegation, tells me, "Labor is strong in Ohio and
we're not fond of McGovern!" In short, the
great central mass of Americans see McGovern as surrounding himself with fringe
groups, intellectuals, extreme students, the
derelict population-by election day, they
place him at the bottom of their trust scale.

challenging values . . .
Yet, not only bad politics is at work, but
McGovern challenges long-cherished values
built up over the last 150 years. As I stand
on the second row amid the crush of photographers around the podium, I listen to Me(307) 19

Govern's acceptance speech, "Come Home,
America." In strong clear tones with evangelistic spirit, he indicts the value of America being the top-rate military power in
the world international community and the
value of America's economy producing
good for all her citizens. To do this requires
absolute perfect believability! Both Democrats and Republicans view McGovern's
challenges as a threat from below, a threat
to the status quo system! Perhaps unique
in American political convention history,
and not viewed over television, are the
hundreds of delegates who walk out on
McGovern's acceptance speech. Most
Americans believe America is "home."
Perhaps most important in McGovern's
"credibility" problem is that the majority
of Americans perceive Richard Nixon to be
an effective president. I find the atmosphere
at the Republican Convention jovial, jubilant, calm, confident, efficient. "This convention may be described by some as a
'coronation' because we're not here to select
a candidate. We're here to ratify a grassroots
Republican conviction that Nixon is the
best man to lead the country and is the best
man to be our nominee," asserts a delegate
with complete confidence. I ask a black
delegate from New Jersey if black people
could support Richard Nixon and he quickly responds, "A black man can vote for
Nixon very easily. Richard Nixon is a fine
President who has an outstanding record.
I think his record speaks for itself. As a
black man I say, 'Why not?' in the face of
the decisions we have to seek with an unknown in Sen. McGovern. As a black, we
still need more black involvement in the
Republican Administration and these are
things black people have to deal with."
Theodore White, nationally known author,
tells me that, "even though Richard Nixon
is not the most romantic symbol in American politics, he has run a most effective
foreign policy." Even though Nixon does
not generate a great enthusiasm, he seems to
stand for a certain safe course, a kind of
solid confidence, a statesman-like approach
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to world problems, a blend of executive
qualities appreciated by especially the business community. A major poll by Newsweek
(August 28, 1972, pp. 16-18) reveals that
a great percentage of Americans view Nixon as forceful, cautious, fair, and motivated
by deep convictions. Throughout the Republican Convention, I find the Nixon foreign policy (particularly his trips to China
and Russia) to be the height of his achievements and indicative of his performance.

people or issues • • •
For the student of events, what does all
this mean? What significance and/ or perspective is at work? For one thing, the
Presidential election of 1972 is a classic
example in politics that people, not issues,
dominate. I find this strange in a certain
sense because of the possible issues in the
campaign. Some people seem disenchanted
with much of American politics, and a certain numbness of mind brought on by mudslinging and manipulative attempts, together
with rapid changes on every hand, attract
people to situations where decisions are
made for them without the necessity of
knowing all the details within the decision.
Of highest priority, therefore, are the qualities, credentials, and attributes of those
who aspire to the decision-making level.
In politics, people look to leaders for decisions, change, and vision. In short, if
America wants change in 1972, it does not
want it as quickly as McGovern wants it;
if it wants decisions made, it wants Nixon
making them.
Another perspective to be gained is the
intrinsic value of one's credibility, a concern for all Christians, a concern for the
church. How crucial it is that the church
be believable, be credible! How critical
it is that the church be perceived today as
Christ is perceived by those of his day! It
may require the church to carry a cross
and be crucified on it, but I suspect that
anything less will cause a credibility gap.
One counterfeit Christian puts all Christ- ·
ians in suspicion!
ID
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Must I be killed by the c·a mel
in order to be saved from the fly?

FROM INSIDE IN

JAMES GALUHN

O.K., I'VE TRIED TO INTELLECTUALIZE the
whole thing, to see it all from another perspective. Perhaps my problem is that I was
not raised in "The Church." I hate to shock
the brethren, but Paul wasn't exactly
brought up with the "two songs and a
prayer" tradition either. But I am not trying to compare myself with Paul, and my
respect for him and his spiritual and intellectual gifts does not relate to the subject
here. I only want to make a few comments
on what I see. To begin with, I don't know
whether to laugh or cry when I read BAALAM'S FRIEND, I was depressed for a week
after reading A Funny Thing Happened On
The Way To Heaven. "Could things be
that bad?" I asked naively. "Worse!" replied
a friend, who is a deacon in "The Church,"
and would never lie. "But Alexander Campbell said that bickering among Christians
(denominations) was wrong. One must base
his life and religious practice on the truth in

the Bible, the integrity of the Word of God,"
I said in a restorative tone, only to learn

that "True Churches" have split not only
over the color of the carpet but over the
color of the members as well.
Not being raised in "The Church" I was
unaccustomed to church politics (which
aren't supposed to exist?). I confess I am
at a disadvantage; I only had the Bible to
go by. When they said, "We don't believe in
having an organ in the building," I thought
it was because of something Jesus said like,
"Feed the hungry." Why, for the price of a
halfway decent Wurlitzer, whole broods of
Vietnamese orphans could be supported for
years. But I was wrong; it turned out that
I was misreading the Bible. When it said,
"Sing from the heart," I thought it meant
"Be happy and rejoice in the Lord!" What
it really means is that you can't have your
brother play his clarinet solo at your sister's
wedding, which is O.K. with me; I never
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liked clarinet music anyway. And the singing in most places is beautiful without accompaniment, but are the perspectives
right? How can you justify spending all that
money on an organ when even the least of
men are hungry? Or, how can you justify all
that money on a building used only a few
times a week? Oh, I agree with you all right,
but not in principle.
Another thing, I don't know how any one
church could believe its members are the
only ones who are going to be saved-at
least not from reading the Bible. I can understand how someone who thought certain
lectureships or sermons were to be equated
with absolute truth might get an idea like
that, but right out of the Bible? "None are
righteous, no not one. . . ." (Romans 3:
10-11). "No man can justify himself before
God by a perfect performance of the law's
demands" (Romans 3 :20). Do you realize
that someone had to tell me that "we"
weren't a denomination? I had been involved with the Church of Christ for years,
had . gone to a "Christian College," and I
had to be told! How embarrassing. I felt so
stupid, but I didn't have the brains to tell
just by looking. I mean "The Church" acted
just like a denomination-how was I to
know? At any rate, I'm glad to know that
I don't belong to one of the "godless" denominations. Now that we have an undenominational denomination, we can begin
the work of reconciliation that Christ calls
us to do. You remember his request that
"All those who believe in me . . . ." (John
17: 20-22) should be one so the world
would know He was the Son of God. And
men (Christians) are not one and, by jiminy, the world does not know! It just goes

to show you that one thing leads to another.
By the way, I can't get anyone to do some
reconciliatory work with me. We're too
busy blasting the apostate Christians to love
them. So, I want you to know that I have
written a personal letter of apology to the
Lutheran Church. I got a pleasant reply
suggesting that they never took us seriously
anyway.
The point is, must I be killed by the
camel in order to be saved from the fly? I
am not suggesting that we give up. "Oh,
God was a good idea, but it just wouldn't
work out-too controversial." "The Church"
is worth saving-or didn't you realize it was
dying?
In fact, all .churches are worth saving because all churches are made up of people,
God's children, the good and the evil. And
we are not saved by the churches or even by
"The Church." We are not saved by the
Bible. We are saved by the love of God,
Jesus Christ, the incarnation of God's grace
and man's faith, both of which are the free
gifts of God's love and not of man's acts,
lest any of us should boast!
JESUS CHRIST challenges you to love,
to accept, and to build up any man. But
what if he is not in the true church or the
true race? Deny fellowship, refuse to support orphans of non "true-race-church"
families, lay the axe to the root! That's my
advice; after all, it's cheaper. But Jesus says
the least who are hungry, and all men who
believe in me-by jiminy, that's quite a lot
of folks we've got to love and to extend our
righteous hands to.
All I can say is, "Will miracles never
cease?"
10

I suppose one sticks one's neck out when it comes to things one deems important. I think that
religion is of very great importance at any time and of particular importance in our own time.
If theologizing means simply any systematic reflection about religion, then it would seem plausible to regard it as too important to leave to the theological experts. Ergo, one must stick out
one's neck. This implies impertinence as well as modesty. To try at all may well be impertinent.
This should make it all the clearer that the effort is tentative and the result unfinished.
Peter L. Berger, A Rumor of Angels
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Religion tn the South
ROBE R T M. RA NDOLPH

THE coNSTITUENCY OF MISSION and those interested in the course of protestantism in the
South will be pleased by four books that have
appeared within the past year. That the South
has been the most "religious" section of the
nation in quantitative terms has been often noted,
but little serious study has been devoted to the
quality of southern religious life. Generalities
about fundamentalism (and an occasional anecdote) have been offered in lieu of research.
Recently, however, there has surfaced new interest in the role of religion in the South and
these books reflect that interest. More than interest, however, they raise questions for those
concerned with the future of the church-both
in the South and elsewhere.
SOUTHERN CULTURE
Most likely to attract a large audience (because
the
author is widely known
and
the
book is offered in paperback) is Samuel Hill,
Jr.'s, editor, R eligion and the Solid South (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1972, 208 pp.). The book
grew out of a symposium-The Bible Belt in
Continuity and Change-sponsored by the Center
for Southern Studies in the Social Sciences and
the Humanities at Duke University. The symposium covered a broader range than the essays
collected for publication here; but even so, the
authors contend that the book is "about the first
book published which looks at religion primarily
in its relation with other aspects of the (southern)

culture and talks of religion in symbolic and functional terms."
Unlike most books of essays, those found here
are uniformly good. Some will be of more interest to the readers of MISSION, but all are provocative. Hill contributed the introduction and
two essays. His work alone is worth the price
of the book. The first essay-"The South's Two
Cultures"-assumes the virtues of the South.
Hill is no iconoclast, but he is forced , as many
thoughtful people have been, into asking of
the southern church: "Whence and why the
shocking contradiction that generous, benevolent
and amiable Christians are racists?" He concludes
that the South as a "self-conscious publicly identifiable culture" supports two complementary value
systems-southemness and religion. These two
systems are contradictory and can survive only
so long as southernness dominates. If the love
ethic of Christianity triumphs it can only undercut the racist foundations of the southern identity. Now, in a time when regional identity is
crumbling, it is obvious that a religious system
that has played second fiddle to regional identity
is in danger.
Since Hill is a churchman and concerned about
the role of the church in the South, he offers in
the final essay, "Toward a Charter for a Southern
Theology," his thought about how the dominant
evangelical protestantism in the South might respond to the changing world it confronts. Whether
one accepts Hill's conclusions (and I do
accept them) or not, the essay is a model of
productive theological inquiry. He has noted the

ROBERT M . RANDOLPH is a doctoral candidate at Brandeis University in the general field of
History, with a specialization in the History of American Civilization. His particular areas of concern are Religion in America, Twentieth Century America and the History of the South.
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patterns of common concern that dominate
church life in the South, i.e., that religious groups
in the South, for all their rivalry, have much
more in common than they care to admit, e.g.,
emphasis upon conversion, evangelism, specific
and limited political and social concerns, religiosity as a pre-requisite to social acceptance. (It
is time, too, that the many branches of our
tradition recognize the similarities we share with
other religious bodies. Particularly in rural America the difference between the Church of Christ
and other denominations is less theological than
historical and social.) Hill believes that the common Christianity of the South has been less
than socially constructive, that it has not helped
the South become more humane or more Christian. Dealing with five major themes-the concept of revelation, anthropology, discipleship, the
nature of conversion and the accepted models of
the Christian life-Hill offers alternatives that
are at the least provocative and at the most
starting points for a constructive and renewed
faith. The essay is free of jargon and is to the
point in dealing with matters with which we in
the Church of Christ should be grappling.
CULTURAL PRISON

Samuel Hill, Jr. is also involved in another of
the books being considered here, although under
sadder circumstances. John Eighmy's Churches
in Cultural Captivity: A History of the Social
Attitudes of Southern Baptists (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1972, 249 pp.) was
not ready for publication at the time of Eighmy's
death. Hill was called in to complete the biographical notes and to add an introduction and
epilogue. In short, the title of the book tells
the story. The social attitudes of Southern Baptists have been captives of their social circumstance. The significance of their social concern
has been limited by their constituency-largely
complacent, but capable of being stirred to
reaction if a prophetic note should creep into
denominational pronouncement or deed.
The importance of this book lies in its ability
to give the reader a better understanding of the
conflicts within the nation's largest protestant
body. There is more here, however, for those
of the Restoration Movement because of the
similarities between the groups. Both have allowed
concern for the whole man to be subservient to
how the community defined man-both in terms
of who he was and what right he had to be
whole. Hill, evaluating the situation within the
Southern Baptist Convention, offers a sobering critique that challenges the Church of Christ as well:
I think the crisis in leadership is acute. It
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seems to me that the denomination still has
only a handful of leaders possessing significant
influence or power, who are capable of being
responsive to the emerging cultural situation,
so dramatically pervasive in the 1970's,
as symbolized by the new presence of
pluralism in all facets of life. By now
much of the cream of the underforty generation has been siphoned off · into
other Christian bodies or into 'secular' humanitarian vocations. Moreover, I do not see the
denominational seminaries attracting or producing men who are alert to the necessary
transformation of the churches' perceptions
and goals. In a companion development, the
young men and women who comprise the
potential for lay leadership in the future show
decreasing interest in the life of the church.
There is occasion to wonder if the leadership
of Southern society before and after the year
2000 will include the church within the span of
its attention (p. 209).
RELIGION AND RACISM

A less personal indictment of southern protestantism is H. Shelton Smith's In His Image, But ...
Rascism in Southern Religion, 1780-1919 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1972, 318 pp.) .
The book grew out of the James A. Gray Lectures given at the Duke University Divinity
School in 1965, and the intervening years allowed Smith opportunity to broaden and refine
his inquiry. The purpose of the volume is to trace
the growth of the body of thought within the
southern church which defined the black as an
inferior being-hence the title. The Negro, so
went the developing doctrine, was created in
the image of God but he was inferior to his
white brother. Smith's research is compelling as
he traces within the church the development of
this view of the black. In the course of the study
he deflates the notion that there was a period
in the 1820's when the churches and benevolent
organizations were near to toppling slavery peacefully. This notion is erroneous, he argues: "Antislavery in the South was thus a lost cause long
before the rise of radical abolitionism above
the Potomac" (p. 73).
The triumph of racial orthodoxy-the belief
in black inferiority-came with the abandonment
of Reconstruction by the North. It brought with it
the age of Jim Crow and sadly, where brother
Crow could be controlled by law, the subtle remnants of the proclamation of black inferiority
have been more difficult to eradicate. Sermonizing
about the curse of Ham continues even today.
Smith has done an excellent job so far as he
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has gone. Others should pick up where he has
left off. The evidence of continuing racism remains in the church both North and South,
but there are changes. Southern religion would
be well served by someone who would do for
the mainline denominations in the South during
this century what Smith has done for the formative period.
A start has been made by Daivd Edwin Harrell,
White Sects and Black Men in the Recent South
(Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1971,
161 pp.). There is much to commend in Harrell's
work. He has called attention to the diversity
found within the religious life in the South. While
basic belief structures may be the same, the
varied religious bodies range from high church
to rigid sectarians. And he has noted that class
is an important fact of religious life. He writes:
"I have intended to prove that the racial views of
southern religious spokesmen are primarily related to class values rather than theological presuppositions." Whether he has done what he has
sought to do or not, his premise is pregnant with
possibility for understanding religion in the South
and for helping the church in the South (and
the North) to realize its own limitations and the
dynamics of tension within the body. I think
that it is this insight that has made Harrell the
most knowledgeable observer of the Church of
Christ in print today. He understands the movement and perceives rightly, I think, the direction
segments of the group have taken. I regret that
he has turned his insight on occasion into a
propaganda tool for a single segment (represented
by the Gospel Guardian) rather than trying to
foster a healing self-understanding. No matter,
however; there is much to be said for what
he has done here.
On the negative side, however, while recognizing the complexity of the church-sect typology,
Harrell continues to use it. As a result he is
a bit misleading. In this book the Church of
Christ is classed as one of the sects he is concerned with, and while he has interesting data
on our segment of Christendom, I do not believe that either the Church of Christ or the
Cumberland Presbyterians, also classed as a
sect, are that sectarian. They may not be fullfledged denominations (I suspect that the Cumberland Presbyterians are), but they are not sects.
They defy classification and exemplify the need
to redefine the sect-church typology for use
when discussing the American religious experience. I know that Harrell recognizes the problem, but I think that he would have been wise
to attempt to be more precise in his definitions.
Again, Harrell holds that the sects are primarily the economically and socially dispossessed.
I think here he is guilty of accepting the very
MISSION

sort of generality he argues against elsewhere
in his book. Maybe the sects he is dealing with
are made up of the economically and socially
dispossessed if you drop out the Church of
Christ and the Cumberland Presbyterians, but
as older sects mature I would argue that they
develop a broader class representation. There
is need here for more research and a broader
analysis than that given by Dr. Harrell.
Finally, he concluded that
sectarian literature since 1945 is a mirror of
southern racist thought. In the sects can be
found spokesmen for virtually every conservative racial idea, from modern segregationists
to demented hate-mongers. Each argument,
many of them as old as race relations in
the South, is buttressed by fervent consciences,
Biblical prooftexts, and the holy blessing of
an annointed spokesman for God. The collective views may tell little about the mind of
God; they tell much about the mind of white
southerners (p. 77).
Harrell spends the last chapter noting the moderate and even liberal views coming from within
the far reaches of sectarianism. His concern is
to again remind that there have been those who
did not follow the cultural norm. Especially noted
are many of the itinerant evangelists frequenting
the South who held biracial meetings during the
years before the Civil Rights movement. It is
hard, however, to undo what he has done in the
earlier chapters. The prevalent racism is too apparent and the final chapter stands more as a
curiosity than as a substantive argument.
Dr. Harrell has done a good job of raising
questions, of opening doors for further inquiry.
People interested in the southern sectarians should
begin here, and long after this book is forgotten
I hope that work it generates will be answering
the questions Dr. Harrell has raised. I wish that
he had continued his work, added field research,
and further investigated the possibility that within
some of the groups he has dealt with there might
have been those who found the biblical imperative so strong that it broke the grasp of their
cultural prison. (My own research leads me to
believe that this is true in some segments of
the Church of Christ, and I think it might be
true in some of the pentecostal groups). But that
is asking him to write another book and he has
already done !11ore than most.
These four books are for college, church library or home use. They should be widely read
because they can help us understand how we
have gotten where we are today. I like to think
that there is a place for the church in the future,
that my children will know it as I have known
it; but I am also sure that there is no place for
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it unless there are those who are willing to face
the failures of the past and give attention to
the demands the future is even now making.
These books can help us do just that.

Schlink on baptism
The Doctrine of Baptism, by Edmund Schlink,
translated by J. A. Bouman. St. Louis: Concordia, 1972. 228 pp., $7.50, hardbound.
The author, a Lutheran professor of systematic
theology at Heidelberg, notes that most churches
accept one another's baptism if not one another's
communion and orders. The ecumenical significance of this is blurred by recent criticisms of
traditional baptismal practice, especially infant
baptism, a criticism which cuts across confessional
lines. Professor Schlink's contribution to the
renewed interest in baptismal theology is an important study of Th e Doctrine of Baptism.
The author sees the important division on
baptismal theology as existing between those who
see baptism as God's deed (the majority) and
those who see baptism as man's deed (Zwingli,
to some extent Barth, and the traditional Baptist
position). The authors own defense of infant
baptism is based on this view of baptism and
on his doctrine of the church, although he
warns against abuses of infant baptism in some
situations. One might well find believer's baptism
consistent with the doctrine of baptism and the
ecclesiology which is presented. The author deals
with the administration and form of baptism only
from the standpoint of their doctrinal aspects. He
grants a variety of modes but considers immersion or pouring with as much water as possible
preferrable.
Professor Schlink rightly stresses the importance of "the name" as distinguishing Christian
baptism, but it is not so clear that "into the
name" means "assigned to." In typical dogmatic
fashion the author takes all meanings that can
have doctrinal value. Ignoring the linguistic difficulty, he goes on with his chosen interpretation. It is not a question whether the different
interpretations of the phrase which have been
found exclude each other, but what did the phrase
mean to the New Testament authors.
Another point well taken is the observation that
one must not only take the New Testament statements, but he must seek to put them into the
same structure in which they occur in the New
Testament. Many later problems in the doctrine
of baptism arose because men sought to put the
New Testament passages into another structure
of thought without realizing they were doing
this.
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There are many fine points on the Biblical
theology of baptism made in the book. "It is
clear that exegesis in our time has reached an
astonishingly large consensus, a consensus running diametrically across all churches, that Baptism in the New Testament not only points to
God's saving action but that God's saving action
takes place in the event of Baptism" (p. 85).
"Man does not make himself a member of the
church, but he is made a member. He does not
join the church, but he is received into the
church" (p. 72). Also to be noted are the connection to be found between baptism and the
ethical demands of the Gospel (pp. 55 and 65)
and the discussion of the relation of the Spirit
to baptism, especially the clarification of the
public role of the spirit in the book of Acts
(pp. 66f.).
The concern to extract the Biblical theology
on items of contemporary Christian concern
from the New Testament documents has made
significant contrib1,1tions and has enlisted participation from across the confessional spectrum.
This Lutheran study of baptism will repay careful
study by preachers and students.
EVERETT FERGUSON

EVERETT FERGUSON is professor of Bible
and Church History at Abilene Christian College,
where he also serves as director of graduate
studies in Bible.

Sorry, no ark
The Quest for Noah's Ark by John Warwick
Montgomery. Mh:neapolis: Bethany Fellowship,
1972. 355 pp., $6.95, hardbound.
The reader of The Quest for Noah's Ark is bound
for bitter disappointment. Capitalizing on
past publicity in the public press and upon the
credulousness of the Bible believer the author
leads him to expect some solid evidence that
something has been seen on Mt. Ararat in
eastern Turkey that should be connected with
the ark. Instead he finds an anthology of adventure stories of those who have for one reason
or another climbed Mt. Ararat, most of whom
do not claim to have seen more than the bear
saw in the song, namely, "the other .side of the
mountain."
As a collection of adventure stories the anthology is interesting enough, particularly to the reviewer who has written a book on Noah and
who with his fifteen year old son joined an
Air Force group to tackle the south face of Mt.
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Ararat in 1968. The reviewer had no illusions
about finding remains of the ark, but had he
read Montgomery's book in advance he would
not have gone without equipment and conditioning. The book will make great reading for those
interested in mountain climbing, for Ararat is
higher than any mountain in America. But what
has this to do with Noah's ark?
The book climaxes with the author's ascent
of Ararat in 1970; however the pictures make
clear that he was in the area where he alleges
there are remains of the ark in 1971. On the
results of the 1971 investigation he is as silent
as the grave. Surely this investigation should
have been of more interest than his struggles to
reach the top where no one ever suggested the
ark was located, from a side of the mountain
where no one ever suggested remains of the
ark to be seen. The discovery of something significant is always to be "next year."
The author in a reasonably adequate way
surveys the Biblical story of the flood and the
Babylonian story; he then gives a hypothetical
reconstruction of the ark even to the deck and
chamber arrangement, little of which actually
comes from the Bible; and then he launches
into a survey of reports that claim remains of
the ark are on Ararat. These reports are to
be found in Berossus, Josephus, and in the
writings of certain church fathers. The author
ignores the report in the Talmud that wood
was being brought away from the ark at that
early date. Then we are given travelers' reports
in various centuries. Ignoring the fact that most
of these are obviously miracle stories of no
historical validity in their details, the author
assumes that where there is so much persistent
smoke there must be some fire.
Unintentionally, however, it seems he gives the
coup de grace to the alleged Russian sighting
of the Ark during World War I. The alleged
report in the Geneva Library is found by him
not to exist at all. The only evidence turns out
to be that someone told someone else that he
had made the sighting.
How much evidence does Montgomery present for anything actually having been seen on
the north face of Ararat? A seventy year old
Armenian named Tamisian says that when he
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was ten years old he saw a petrified ark while
carried on his uncle's shoulder (Try carrying
a ten year old boy in the rarified air of upper
Ararat if you please!). A second claim is from
a Frenchman named Navarra who claims to
have cut a piece of worked wood off what he
found which French scientific tests said was
5,000 years old. The author commits the non
sequitur of contending that no wood other than
that of the ark could be at this elevation. He
solves for himself the contradiction that one
man says that what he saw was petrified and
the other saw and brought away wood by saying
that the remains of the ark may be both partly
petrified and partly wood! The author offers
a hand drawn picture by his eleven year old
son which is supposed to represent a photograph
in his possession of what is to be seen in the
ice on the north face of Ararat. Surely a search
that is reputed to be spending a million and a
half dollars should yield more than a hand
drawing made by an eleven year old, even if the
eleven year old did climb part of the mountain.
The reviewer devoutly believes the Biblical story
of the flood. He would be delighted if convincing evidence of the ark were found. Montgomery has collected for us as no other book
does the adventure material connected with
Ararat and much of it is exciting. Not having
seen the alleged objects in the ice at the 14,000
foot level on the north face of Ararat, the
reviewer would not presume to have an opinion
about them. However, The Quest for Noah's Ark
does not present one bit of concrete evidence
that would stand any sort of elementary scientific
investigation that whatever is there is to be connected with Noah's ark. To justify his pursuit the
author can only engage in the special pleading
that people did not believe the possibility of
other discoveries before they were made.

JACK

P.

LEWIS

JACK P. LEWIS is professor of Bible at Harding
Graduate School of Religion in Memphis and
the author of Historical Backgrounds of Bible
History.
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BalaaiTI's Friend

GARY FREEMAN

Interview With True Church Dropouts
HERSH AND MARGARET are fairly typical examples of True Church expatriates. They were
undergraduates together at Sinai Christian College, circa 1958. Married the day after graduation. Graduate school at an eastern seminary.
Served churches in Texas, Massachusetts and
Tennessee. Left the church in 1968, though they
still haven't told Margaret's folks. Quit saying
grace in 1969 except for once a year when
Margaret's folks visit them. Questioned the existence of God in 1970. Were on a United Airlines 747 that had mechanical difficulties, March
30, 1971-reaffirmed belief in God the afternoon of March 30, 1971. Once again expressed
reservations about God in 1972, but cautiously.
In early 1973 granted the following exclusive
interview with MISSION magazine.)
(Hersh is about 5'11". Dressed in double knit
tan sport coat with fake belt in back, double
knit dark brown slacks with matching turtle
neck shirt, white loafers. Margaret is pretty and
blond and smokes Eve cigarettes. Dressed in dark
red pant suit, purple platform shoes.)
(The interviewer is a white male, Anglo Saxon
type. Very short, pudgy, balding, big nose, cauliflower ears and face. Extremely good looking.
Definitely a charismatic personality. About forty
years old, but looks fifty-five. Sage. Dressed in
Levi cords, an old grey sweat shirt and sandals.
His few hairs are worn fashionably long. Affects
Howie Cosell demeanor in contrast to his Frank
Gifford looks and Don Meredith wit.)
Q: Do you miss the True Church?
Hersh: Gee whiz, I don't know. I mean, we
don't exactly miss it. I mean, I don't think we
could exactly say that, could we, Marge?
Marge: 0 we could, I suppose, but it would be
purjury.
Q. Do you still attend church?
Hersh: Attend church, you say? 0 sure, I mean,
we still attend and all, you bet. Of course that
doesn't mean we go, like, every single Sunday
or anything. But we still go, don't we, Hon?
Marge: We go once or twice a year. Which is
as many times as we can cheerfully stand to
get physically sick to our stomach.
Q. Well, have you managed to find something
to fill up the void, as they say?
Marge: Are you being funny or what? Void?
The True Church leaves a void about like the
sudden disappearance of the Avon lady. After
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an extended stay in a mental hospital would I
need something to fill up the void?
Hersh: Now wait a sec, Hon, quit clowning
around. In answer to your question, we've been
able to show a very deep commitment to an organization called Love Your Neighbor.
Q. And just what is the basic purpose of this
Love Your Neighbor movement?
Hersh: Well, it's hard to explain, but the Love
Your Neighbor movement has mostly to do with
. . . with . . .
Marge: With mate swapping.
Q. Mate swapping!?!
Hersh: Marge, don't be gross. What she means
by that is that we . . we . . . we . . .
Marge: We swap.
Q. I see.
Hersh: Now wait, it's not what you suppose,
it's . . .
Marge: It's precisely as you suppose.
Q. Well, then what are your impressions of the
Love Your Neighbor movement?
Hersh: For the first year or so we loved it.
We recruited new members, went to all the
services, attended potluck dinners . . .
Marge: A potluck dinner being one where, if
you are in luck, they serve pot after dinner.
Q. Services?
Hersh: Yeah, well, you know, we met on Sunday
and Wednesday nights, it was all very well done.
Marge: It was a three dimensional bor-e, complete with stereo mood music.
Hersh: I admit, the music wasn't the greatest.
Marge: If I ever hear another Bert Bacharach
record I'll croak. Ditto Dione Warwick. And
the Tiajuana Brass.
Hersh: One does finally get tired of the same
old people . . .
Marge: And the same old announcements .. .
Hersh: And the same old mismanagement .. .
Marge: And the same old porno flicks .. .
Hersh: And the same old Harvey Wallbangers.
Marge: We got so that we were more and more
reluctant to recruit our friends.
Hersh: There is certainly a big difference between
the organization one reads about in the brochures
and the organization as it really is.
Q. What do you think you'll do?
Hersh: We've been thinking of quitting Love
Your Neighbor and attending the Methodist
church.

1n
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Mfhat and So Mfhat

from the editor

WHAT: "Believe me . . . unless you change your whole outlook and become like little
children you will never enter the kingdom of heaven."
Matthew 18: 3
So WHAT:
JusT

SEVEN

Great gusty waves roll shoreward, a churning mixture
of wind and sand and water.
A father contemplates the texture of child's play
as he observes his daughter.
Just seven, unmarred by this world's fear and failure
she ventures out to meet the tide's thrust.
A time of learning and adventure, testing courage,
and thrilling to the challenge of each windy gust
which brings waves higher, certitude lower.
But in her willingness she discovers inner faith
and with it a kind of quiet power.
With age, it seems, we settle down, no longer
thrilling to life's excitement.
We know too well man's frailty and folly, .and with
life's pain comes our resentment.
So growing older, seldom bolder, we venture out
to risk no more.
No new horizons, nor faith's adventure, we stay
secure on our familiar shore.
We say we need not suffer for this earth's problems
when in our future there is heaven.
And yet, on rare occasion, we long to have the vision
of the little child of seven.
MISSION
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OPINION

Response

I

THE RESPONSE TO THE QUESTION, "Is the New
Testament a blueprint for church organization and
worship?" (January, 1973) varied from yes to
no to yes / no and is indicative of the serious
restudy needed on this fundamental issue of the
restoration principle. Daniel Keeran of Lexington,
Kentucky speaks of the New Testament as scripture and affirms that it is a blueprint with the
question, "Why not have spaghetti to represent
the Lord's hair in the Lord's Supper? Such
could not be done according to faith which comes
by the word of God." Mitchell Noland of Ventura, California follows the same reasoning with
his reply, "Yes-if not, how can we ever know
how to organize a congregation or ever be sure
what is right or wrong with the worship, mission
and other matters of business . . . the doctrine
of Christ is found in the New Testament." Joe
H. Compton of Dallas, Texas accepts the blueprint idea and suggests, "If today's church does
not resemble that 'spiritual dwelling for God' of
which Paul speaks, the fault lies not with our
presupposing a blueprint, but with our trying
to usurp the glory due to the architect and to
view the print through a self-righteous squint."
Robert Bogarte of Austin, Texas replied,: "The
blueprint found in the scriptures for Christian
community is as dead as the community without
the spirit. The scriptures are certainly a blueprint but unity is not accomplished by attention
to detail but sensitivity to the Spirit."
Quite interesting were a large number of responses which indicated a yes / no opm1on.
Norman Parks of Murfreesboro, Tennessee replied, "Architectonically, NO, in view of the
variety, spontaneity, and informality in New
Testament congregations. Constitutionally, YES, so
far as · the basic nature and polity principles
of the ecclesia are exhibited: it is a people, not
an institution; an organism, not an organization;
as an assembly, it is "essentially and radically
democratic" (A. Campbell) and egalitarian; in
matters affecting the group, decision-making resides wholly in the group; there must be no
hierarchy of power, no superordination or subordination, no order of sex, no "authorities"
except the authority of truth; there must be no
offices, but the roles of service and leadership
and the varieties of ministries may be as numerous as the material and spiritual needs of the
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IS THE NEW TESTAMENT
A BLUEPRINT FOR
CHURCH ORGANIZATION AND WORSHIP?
times." Linda A. VanArsdale of Silver Spring,
Maryland points to the need for recognizing the
cultural gap between the first and twentieth
centuries. "I think it is wise that we use the blueprints set forth in the New Testament as guidelines for our worship and church organization but
we must also bear in mind that the laws of our
land and the changes of modern society have
made some of the restrictions not only unnecessary but a waste of talent. For example, in
I Timothy 2: 11-12, Paul says he, not Christ nor
God, will not allow a woman to teach men and
she is to keep silent in the worship. In the time
this was written it was a very wise rule. Women
were stoned for less and dared not express themselves to anyone except their children and then
usually they expressed the opinion of their husband or masters and not their own. Today women
are not bound by such laws in our society and
many women have more knowledge and ability
to teach than many of the ministers in the
pulpits . . . It amazes me to a great extent at
the inconsistency of many churches in deciding
what is scriptural and what is not . . . the New
Testament should be a blueprint . . . but not the
completed structure. There are too many modern
ideas and facilities that did not even exist in the
day of the writing which could be used to advantage of working for God."
William Epperson, of Tulsa, Oklahoma answers the question, "Of course not. The word
blueprint came into English usage late in the
19th century, after the discovery of photography
and its consequent stimulation of the desire for
mechanical representation rather than an iconographic mimesis. The imagination incarnate in
fundamentalism is also a late historical development. Such imagination blueprints buildings, builds
them, calls them churches ... Not presuming to
speak for God, but as one of his sons and heirs,
I doubt if he relishes his family story considered
"blueprints" anymore than his Spirit relishes
being considered a "retired author." Likewise,
Elizabeth Mansur of Galt, California says, "The
answer is no. In fact the very concept of worshiping and serving God via the "blueprint"
method is antithesis to the worship God is seeking
from man. That is the gist of what Jesus told
the woman at the well-neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem but in spirit and sincerity
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. . . Luke 7: 3 8ff points to a real act of worship
. . . Matthew 26:13 gives us a good idea of the
value Jesus places upon non-blueprint worship."
Gailya Dow of Jefferson City, Missouri feels
that if God had wanted a blueprint approach
to the New Testament he would have made it
clear. "If it had been important to God to have
the organization and worship in a certain way
he would have made it as a blueprint-exact in
every detail. Why try to have a first-century
church in the twentieth-century? Even those who
advocate such a thing ignore much of what is
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written about the church, both in the Bible and
in church history." Finally, a gentleman from
Abilene, Texas speaks of the "risk of freedom"
in rejecting the concept of the New Testament
as a blueprint. "I quote someone out of context,
but I think this speaks to this question: 'Techniques and patterns are to be suggestive, not prescriptive.' But one fears that this attitude would
admit abuse. Indeed, perhaps then we can be
limited by the spirit of Christ, not simply by
patterns that we have deduced from that earliest
community."
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